Present study intended to assess the generic competences of higher education students. Self-perceived level of generic competences of the students in the beginning and the end of an academic session was recorded to explore the role of higher education in imparting them the generic competences. All the students entering the University of Sargodha (Pakistan) during 2012, constituted the population of the study. Cluster sampling technique was used to carry out the panel survey. The same cohort of the students was surveyed twice over a period of one academic year. This study adopted a version of the Reflex Project instrument, consisting of 19 competences, to collect data from students of both genders in public-sector universities in Pakistan. Data were collected from 932 students (cluster sampling) studying at 10 (randomly) selected departments. There were 408 male and 525 female students in the study. The students rated themselves on a seven-point scale whose reliability was 0.82. The results indicated that higher education played its role in imparting and promoting the existing set of generic competences from the beginning to the end of the academic session; but the increase in the competence level was noted only to a modest level. Gender differences were found among the students in a few of the generic competences.
Introduction
The quality of higher education improves a country's ability to supply highly qualified workers to the job market (Hernández, March et al., 2009 ). The job market demands both specific and generic competences from prospective employees (Mason et al., 2009) . Crucially, higher education is considered to be the key link between education and employment (Shah, 2009) . Competence-based education in particular is expected to provide a gradual transition from education to workplace (Fastré et al., 2013) . In "competence-based education" the objectives and the curricula are determined using competences as a foundation (Kamphorst et al. 2012; Teichler, 1999) . This study focuses on higher education's role to impart generic competences, with our study highlighting gender differences in Pakistan. Higher education is expected to develop three types of competences: discipline-specific competence, generic competence and disposition competence (Chan et al. 2013; Shah, 2009) .
Pakistan is world's 9 th most populous country. A student can enter into higher education in Pakistan, after successfully completing their 12 years of schooling. Higher education institutions are universities, (affiliated) colleges and degree-awarding institutes (DAIs). Institutions of higher education are autonomous organisations. Respective provincial governments and the Higher Education Commission of Pakistan are chiefly responsible for their finances.
Government of Pakistan defined her target of increasing present higher education enrolment from 3.7% (in 2009) to 15% by 2020, in the National Education Policy (2009). There is governmental recognition of the importance of social sciences for developing civic and cultural values, and for conflict resolution. Institutions of higher education in Pakistan are struggling to train faculty, build educational capacity, increase enrolment and raise the quality of research (Fair, 2007; Haider, 2008; Khalid and Khan, 2006; Memon, 2007; Shami and Hussain, 2006) .
Objective of the study was to analyse the levels of students' generic competences at the time of entering and leaving the institution of higher education. Gender differences of the students of higher education in Pakistan have also been studied.
Literature Review
Knowledge, skills and attitudes get combined to make a monolithic whole i.e. competence, in order to function in a particular scenario (Baartman and Ruijs, 2011) . Competence is a formally documented individuals' capability making them able to work in an occupation (Pukelis, 2009; Pukelis and Pileicikiene, 2009) . Competence covers three main elements; namely, "an adequate knowledge base", secondly, "the professional performance of complex tasks", and thirdly, "the capacity for life-long learning" (Baartman et al. 2013; Van der Vleuten et al. 2010) . Graduates of higher education gain generic and specific competences, and both are important for employment (Clanchy and Ballard, 1995; Gonczi, 2003) . Specific competences help individuals perform a very specific function, and these are known as 'hard skills' (Ashworth and Saxton, 1990) . Generic competences help individuals get integrated in the changing world of work (Collis and Montgomery, 1995) .
Universities are responsible for the assessment of the students learning outcomes (Hughes, 2013) , which do include competences. Competence can be objectively assessed by an outside observer (Epstein and Hundert, 2002) ; but it needs high investment of time and resources, and it requires complex data herein (Van Der Vleuten, 1996) . In another approach, the individual subjects rate themselves (Gonczi, 1994; McNamara, 2013) . This self-assessment method is easier to implement although a few scholars have questioned its reliability (Norman et al. 2002) . According to Shah (2009) self-assessment is a befitting method for generic competences. It is economic, easy way and the direct source of information, especially at higher education level (Shah, 2009) .
Both specific and generic competence are required in the job market (Pukelis and Pileicikiene, 2009; Shah, 2009 ). While there is some criticism in academic quarters that higher education may be downgraded to job training programmes (Harvey, 2000) .
Higher education is to prepare individuals for the world of work (Nunan, 1999) and the interest in generic competences at higher education level has increased greatly (García-Aracil and Van der Velden, 2008; Teichler, 1999) . With high focus at policy level, this interest in competence is unobserved in practice. It is direly lacking in the curriculum as well as in the assessment practices (Fallows and Steven, 2000) , at least in Pakistan. Despite being claimed to be implicit (Singh et al., 2012 ) the generic competences are now progressively recognised to be explicit in the curriculum (Maher and Graves, 2007; Pandiyan, 2011; Yorke et al., 2004) . The debate on their implicit/explicit inclusion in the curriculum is going on (King, 2011) .
Teaching of generic competence has not been marked in Pakistani higher education institutes (Haider, 2008) . If the growth of generic competence is high on the agenda of higher education, then its assessment should also be high. We know that Pakistani higher education is assessment oriented (Ali et al., 2009) . Therefore, the assessment of generic competence, if put high in the assessment practices, will help developing it among the graduates. It is observed that during only one academic session the assessment practices greatly improved the level of generic competences (Dainty et al., 2004; Fortin and Legault, 2010; Male et al., 2011) . Better acquired level of generic competence during higher education guarantees better professional performance (Schaeper 2009; Williams, 2003) .
We aim at to evaluate the contribution of higher education in developing generic competences among students of higher education in Pakistan. It is expected that this study will be an evidence for students, teachers, administrators and policy makers.
Methodology
This section deals with the methods and procedures of this study.
Design of the Study
This is a descriptive study. Descriptive research explains situations, evaluates data and draws conclusions for synthesising ideas (Saunders et al. 2011) . High volume of data is collected in survey research, and the findings are considered demonstrative of the population (Bordens, 2006; Robson, 2002) . Longitudinal and cross sectional surveys are the common types of it (Gay et al., 2006; Kothari, 2004) . For this study a longitudinal survey was taken on. Longitudinal survey demands for data collection at two or more times (Shami and Hussain, 2006) , and the longitudinal survey can be categorised into four types: cohort survey, follow-up survey, panel survey, and trend survey (Gay et al., 2006) . A panel survey was selected for this study because it involves a sample in which the same cohort of individuals are tracked over a period of time (Yee and Niemeier, 1996) .
Population and Sample
All entrants who were enrolled in 2012 in all departments of the University of Sargodha, Pakistan constituted the population of the study. The University of Sargodha, established in 2002 and now with 18,000 students, is situated in central Punjab and mainly serves local students. There are seven faculties and 34 departments in the university, out of which 10 were randomly selected.
The sampling and data collection was done by giving due consideration to the following: "sampling error, non-coverage error, measurement error, and non-response error" (Dillman, 1991; Fagarasanu and Kumar, 2002) . To respond to sampling error and non-coverage, a cluster sampling technique was used. This technique of sampling is also known as probability sampling or chance sampling (Kothari, 2004) in which each individual has an equal probability of being selected (or not selected) in the sample.
The names of all the 34 academic departments were written on paper slips. These paper slips were folded and mixed in a small box. One of the fellow faculty members was asked to pick up any 10 paper slips. These departments were: Agriculture, Commerce, Education, English, Mathematics, Pharmacy, Physics, Psychology, Sociology and Zoology. As a result, 932 students of University of Sargodha from these 10 departments were selected for data collection: 179 students from Agriculture, 44 from Commerce, 250 from Education, 76 from English, 51 from Mathematics, 20 from Pharmacy, 59 from Physics, 192 from Psychology, 23 from Sociology, and 38 from Zoology. There were 408 male and 525 female students in the study.
Instrument of the Study
The instrument used in this study was the generic competence scale consisting of 19 competences developed by the Reflex Project (RP) in western context and used by Shah (2009) in the Pakistani context. This scale employs seven responses against each statement (very low as 1, low as 2, slightly below average as 3, average as 4, slightly above average as 5, high as 6, and very high as 7).
The scale was duly validated to minimise measurement error, and personal visits reduced the level of non-responses. The instrument was tested on 57 students as a random sample. Cronbach's Alpha value was 0.82, showing high reliability of the research instrument.
Data were collected from 10 departments of University of Sargodha. Data were collected in two phases. In the first phase, data were collected at the time of admission into the university. The students were briefed about the nature of the study and were formally requested to consent to the confidential study and rate themselves on a list of 19 generic competences against a seven point scale. After verbal permission from the students a written consent was obtained from every student participating in the study. The data for phase one was obtained after one week of the admission. The same procedure was adopted for data collection in the second phase. About 10% of students had left due to different reasons, and those students were dropped from the study.
Results
Data were collected against a seven point scale. The seven point scale may be taken as an interval or an ordinal scale in this study, as interval data also possesses qualities of ordinal data (Fagarasanu and Kumar, 2002) . As data of the study were ordinal as well, so the median was used as a measure of central tendency (Wilcox and Keselman, 2003) . The percentage of responses was calculated per item to reveal which level was preferred by the respondents against each competence. A nonparametric Wilcoxon signed-rank test was used to ascertain the difference between level of competences at the beginning and end of the academic session. This nonparametric test is a frequently used for paired data (Ghaemi et al., 2000) . Independent sample tests (Mann and Whitney, 1947) were applied to variables regarding gender to discover any difference in responses at the beginning and end of the academic session. To this end, the variables were analysed by using K Independent sample tests. This study employed the Mann-Whitney U test to check for differences between generic competences at the start and at the end of academic session. The Mann-Whitney U test is often considered as a nonparametric equivalent t-test (McKnight and Najab, 2010) . At end of the academic session (as Table 1 shows) 7 competences exhibited the median of 4 on the scale (1-7), specifically in subject mastery, knowledge of other fields, analytical thinking, performance under pressure, presentation skills, office drafting, and communication in foreign language. The respondents rated themselves at median 5 'slightly above average' in 12 out of 19 competences. These competences were the acquisition of new knowledge, effective negotiation, utilization of new opportunities, time utilization, mobilization of others' capacities, effective communication, asserting authority, innovation, questioning one's own and others' ideas, activity coordination, productive working with others, and computer skills.
Results of (paired sample) t-test are shown in the Table 2 . The P value for all the competences is .000 which shows significant difference between levels of competences of two measurements. This result illustrates that higher education may have played role in imparting generic competences among students. Table 3 shows that male students reported more "mastery of their own field or discipline" across the study. At the beginning of the academic session, there was no reported significant gender difference (U=10549.2, p=.718) in the competence, but this difference became significant (U=97902.5, p=.018) by the end of the programme in favour of male students. The greatest anomaly was found in "Knowledge of other fields or discipline". At the beginning of the session the male students rated themselves significantly better (U=94377.5, p=.002) than female students, but by the end of the programme the female students rated themselves significantly better (U=97562.0, p=.016) than the male ones. After admission to university, the female students were exposed to co-education and the academic disciplines. This might be reason of the higher rating of female students than male students at the end of the academic programme. There was significant difference (U=98474.0, p=.035) in the 'ability to negotiate effectively' at the start of the session favouring male students, but at the end of the session there was no significant difference (U=101679.0, p=.173) between female and male students. One reason for the gender differences in this study might be found in the social and cultural situation of Pakistan. There is significant difference in the culture outside the university and the culture inside the campus. The male students have more experience regarding negotiating in different situations of life, while female students have limited exposure to negotiating, as social norms in Pakistan do not encourage free communications between men and women. However, in the university setting, male and female students do talk and discuss in the form of groups in their free time. This exposure gives more chance to female students to improve their negotiation skills. A similar trend is seen in the "ability to perform well under pressure". There was no significant difference (U= 99994.0, p=.076) in the competence at the start of the programme, but this difference became significant (U= 98779.5, p=.039) at the end of the programme, favouring female students. Male and female students were similar (U= 101209.0, p=.142) in their 'ability to use time efficiently' at the start of the session but at the end of the session males were self-reporting significantly better (U= 97751.0, p=.019) than their female counterparts.
The "ability to use the computer and the Internet" showed irregular behaviour from a gender perspective. At the start of the session female students rated themselves significantly better (U= 95398.5, p=.003) than their male counterparts. Quite interestingly, after the academic session males performed better (U= 95115.5, p=.003) than the female ones. The reason might be that in Pakistan most female students have a higher socio-economic status than their male counterparts. In Pakistan, computers and Internet facilities are more common among people who are comparatively wealthy. Hence, computer and Internet facilities were more accessible to female students at the time of admission, so they rated themselves higher at the start of programme. Over time, however, these gender differences diminish. The university has computer and Internet facilities, and all students in the university take a 3-credit compulsory course in computers. That might be one reason why male students rate themselves higher than female students.
Male students rated themselves significantly higher than the female students at the start (U= 95112.5, p=.002) and end (U= 97643.5, p=.017) of the academic session in the "ability to come up with new ideas and solutions". Regarding the "willingness to question your own and others' ideas", no difference was found at the start of the session, but at the end of the session male students rated themselves significantly higher (U= 89234.5, p=.000) than their female counterparts. Conversely, there was no difference in the "ability to write and speak in a foreign language" at the start of the session, but at the end of the session female students rated themselves significantly higher (U= 97762.5, p=.018) than their male counterparts. Table 3 contains the results of Mann-Whitney statistics at the start of academic session. The U test statistics showed that male and female students were not different on 14 out of 19 competences (see Table 3 ). Male and female students only showed differences in four competences. Female students assessed themselves higher than their male counterparts on one competence "ability to use computers and the Internet" (U=95112.5, p= 0.002). Male students assessed themselves higher than female students on following three competences "knowledge of other fields or disciplines" (U=94377.5, p= 0.002), "ability to negotiate effectively" (U=98747.0, p= 0.035), and "ability to come up with new ideas and solutions" (U=95112.5, p= 0.002).
The following are the results of the data set taken at the end of the academic session. The U-test statistics showed that male and female students displayed no differences on 11 out of 19 competences (see Table 2 ). Male and female students displayed differences in 8 competences. Female students assessed themselves higher than male students in three competences: "knowledge of other fields or disciplines" (U=97562.000, p= 0.016, "ability to perform well under pressure" (U=98779.000, p= 0.039), and "ability to write and speak in foreign language" (U=97762.000, p= 0.018). Male students assessed themselves higher than female students in the following four competences: "mastery of your own field or discipline" (U= 97902.5, p= 0.018), "ability to use time efficiently" ( U= 97751.0, p=0.019), "ability to use computers and the Internet" (U=95115.000, p= 0.003), "ability to come up with new ideas and solutions" (U=97562.000, p= 0.016), "willingness to question your own and others' ideas "(U=97643.000, p= 0.017).
Conclusion
Higher education is indispensably important for Pakistan; because the quality of higher education improves a country's ability to supply highly qualified workers to the job market (Hernández-March et al., 2009) . Researchers have identified a robust link between higher education and employment (Shah, 2009) . Therefore, the role of universities in preparing their graduates for a successful future life has become further critical. And universities are vehemently looking for appropriate modern practical approaches to train their graduates for their better productivity. Recently, competence-based education has been found useful in providing graduates a steady transition from education to workplace (Fastré et al., 2013) . The job market demands both specific and generic competences from prospective employees (Mason et al., 2009) . Graduates of higher education gain generic and specific competences which are important for employment (Clanchy and Ballard 1995; Gonczi, 2003) .
Recently, higher education in Pakistan is focussed on the training of its faculty members, building up their academic capacity, increasing the student enrolment and trying to raise the quality of research (Fair, 2007; Haider, 2008; Khalid and Khan, 2006; Memon, 2007; Shami and Hussain, 2006) . Competences are found to be imperative for individuals' integration into the continuously changing world of work (Collis and Montgomery, 1995) . Therefore, Hughes (2013) says that the universities are apprehensive of assessing the graduates' learning outcomes.
The development of generic competences during one academic session at higher education is significant in that the students seem to overestimate their competences in the beginning of the session, and underestimate at the end (Baartman and Ruijs, 2011) . The measured level of generic competences of the students, when analysed at the start of academic session, was average and below average; at the end of academic session the overall level was average and slightly above average, with significant increases in all competences. The competence that showed the maximum increase was the 'ability to make meanings clear to others', and in second place was the "ability to use time efficiently". The minimum increase was noted in the competence of the "ability to write and speak in a foreign language".
Male and female students of higher education displayed different patterns of development in their generic competences. The male students reported more improvement in "ability to use computer and Internet", and having started from lower level they achieved a higher level than female students. The male students comparatively achieved better level than female students in the following competences: "mastery of your own field or discipline", "ability to use time efficiently", "ability to come up with new ideas and solutions", and "willingness to question your own and others' ideas". Female students reported achieving more skills than the male students in "knowledge of other fields or disciplines", and having started from lower level they achieved a higher level than their male counterparts. The female students also made more progress than male students in the following competences: "ability to negotiate effectively", "ability to perform well under pressure", and "ability to write and speak in a foreign language". This study witnessed significant increase in students' competence by the end of an academic session. This paper concludes that higher education plays positive role in the development of generic competences among students, and that the specific gender differences were noted in 9 out of 19 competences. Role of higher education in developing (generic, specific, and disposition) competences has earlier been discovered by some other researchers (Shah, 2009; Chan et al., 2013) ; this is what endorses the conclusion of present study. This conclusion comes to appear more vital in the wake of the findings of Baartman and Ruijs (2011) , that at the beginning of academic sessions the students usually overestimate their competences, and they tend to underestimate their competences at the end of the academic programme.
Implications
Teaching generic competence to the students of higher education (Haider, 2008 ) is explicitly lacking in Pakistan. The debate on teaching explicitly/implicitly the generic competence has not been concluded yet (King, 2011) . Being hidden the generic competence (Singh et al., 2012) should be implicit in the curriculum practices. Contrary to this, the generic competence should be explicit in curriculum practices (Maher and Graves, 2007; Pandiyan, 2011; Yorke et al., 2004) because of their active role in the professional successful life. Generic competences guarantees graduates better professional life (Schaeper, 2009; Williams, 2003) . Further investigations are severely required in Pakistani context, and therefore, sincerely encouraged. Inviting other courageous researchers, this study contributes to offer evidence to students, teachers, administrators and policy makers at higher education level.
It is observed that during only one academic session the assessment practices greatly improved the level of generic competences (Dainty et al., 2004; Fortin and Legault, 2010; Male et al., 2011) . If the growth of generic competence is high on the agenda of higher education, then its assessment should also be high. We know that Pakistani higher education is assessment oriented (Ali et al., 2009) . Therefore, the assessment of generic competence, if put high in the assessment practices, will help developing it among the graduates.
At the policy level, higher education focuses on generic competence, but it is seriously lacking in practice (at the curriculum and assessment) level (Fallows and Steven, 2000) ; and this is exactly the case in Pakistan. Present research invites policy makers to consider this newly investigated domain to be included in policy, and be executed in practice.
Recommendations
We intend to evaluate the contribution of higher education in developing generic competences among students of higher education in Pakistan; for, there is wide agreement that the role of higher education includes preparing young people for employment (Nunan, 1999) . As evidenced empirically, that the job market expects higher education students to get developed their specific and generic competences (Pukelis and Pileicikiene, 2009; Shah, 2009) , Pakistani higher education institutions would be imperatively required to adapt "competence-based education".
The limitation of this study is that only one university was included in the survey, and results from other universities might be different. This study can be replicated for other universities, thus allowing for a comparative analysis of how generic competences evolve over time, with an additional focus on gender differences.
Higher education institutions are increasingly focussed on the development of generic competences (García-Aracil and Van der Velden, 2008; Teichler, 1999) . Pakistani researchers should also come to invest their efforts in researching in this area in order to present genuine solutions to indigenous problems in this context.
